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Strange man. Strange place. Strange message. 

 

He's John the Baptist, miracle child of Elizabeth and Zacharias' old age. He's all grown up now, and 

he stands out from the crowd. His wardrobe is strictly Old Testament prophet in style. You won't 

find camels' hair with leather accents on the runways of Paris or Milan in 30 A.D., and they may not 

be John's pick at all. But he's dressed that way for a reason: He's the new Elijah. He's dressed in the 

tradition of the Old Testament prophets because this is the office he holds: God has called him to 

prepare the way of the Lord, to point to the One who is mightier than he. 

 

Strange place to be a prophet. There's no synagogue or amphitheater or marketplace in sight. He's in 

the wilderness, far enough away from town that the dinner menu is down to locusts and wild honey. 

Demographically, it doesn't make sense; it's much more reasonable for him to go into all of Judea 

with his message. But in the wilderness he stays, because that is where God has called him; he is to 

be the voice crying in the wilderness, and his station has been determined since the time of Isaiah. 

There he preaches, and all Judea goes out to hear his message. 

 

Strange message. He preaches a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins. It's not the hippest 

sermon ever offered. John bludgeons his hearers with the Law: He bellows at soldiers to act justly 

and commands tax collectors to work fairly. No respecter of persons, he blasts the Pharisees as a 

brood of vipers. This is not a feel-good homily, at least not so far; he warns them of their sinfulness 

and guilt before God. Of course, he doesn't stop with the Law. He is not there only to accuse them, 

to make them despair and leave them lost. He is preparing the way; so after a heavy dose of 

applicable Law, he turns to Gospel: One is coming after him, one who is far mightier and will 

baptize with the Holy Spirit. There's hope for you sinners, because He is coming. And with such a 

strange message, the people undergo a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins. 

 

There must be times when John is tempted to abandon that strange message; it won't be much longer 

until he decreases and his ministry seems to nosedive. Eventually, his application of Law and Gospel 

to Herod will cost him his head. But the message is like the office and the wilderness: it's what God 

has given John to preach, and nothing else. If He abandons God's message, He is no longer God's 

messenger. 

 

The time of John's decrease is close at hand, because on this day the preparation is complete; the 

way of the Lord is prepared. The Lord stands in the crowd on Jordan's banks that day. The incarnate 

second person of the Holy Trinity is standing among His people, and we note something strange 

again: Nobody notices that He's there. No one will know that the Savior is in their midst until John 
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points Him out and says "Look! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!" 

 

No, when the Word made flesh stands among His people, He has no form or comeliness; and when 

they see Him, there is no beauty that they should desire Him. Furthermore, He makes no statement 

of authority that day; He does not seize the reigns and declare Himself to be the Mighty One. He 

comes as Lamb, not lion; and rather than boast of His holiness and superiority before the multitudes, 

He comes to be baptized-just like all the poor, miserable sinners gathered to listen to John. 

 

He comes to be baptized, and He is that day. John's protests don't even make it into Mark, because 

they are not the point. What matters is that Jesus has come to be baptized to fulfill all righteousness. 

And mark this well, dear brothers in Christ: He is baptized to fulfill all righteousness for you.  

 

This Baptism of our Lord is an important stop on the way to the cross. It must be, because the Holy 

Trinity gathers at the banks of the Jordan, all three persons manifested. The Son is baptized. The 

Holy Spirit descends. The Father proclaims, "This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased." 

Just before the Temptation, the Trinity gathers at the banks of the Jordan, where Jesus is baptized 

like every sinner there. He is baptized for all nations, and He is baptized for you. We know that, in 

Holy Baptism, the sins of sinners are washed off of them by water and the Word. In Jesus' Baptism 

in the Jordan, the sins of all the world are washed onto Him. As we sang just a few minutes ago: 

Sinless, He sanctifies the wave; and He will drag that loathsome burden of sin with Him, never 

letting go-even when He must trudge up the hill of Calvary. On that way of sorrow, the wooden 

beams are shifted to Simon of Cyrene; but the far heavier cross still rests upon the shoulders of the 

Lord. 

 

And that's your hope. By His Baptism, your Baptism is sanctified. As Father, Son and Holy Ghost 

were working for your salvation at the Jordan that day, so they worked your salvation at the font, 

when a pastor washed you with water and Word "in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 

Holy Ghost." So the Holy Trinity renews your Baptism with the words, "I forgive you all of your 

sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost." By this Absolution, you are 

prepared and renewed for the Lord's Supper, where you dine in the presence of God. All of this goes 

back to Jesus' Baptism in the Jordan River. If He is not baptized, your Baptism is not sanctified. If 

your sins are not washed onto Him there, they are not washed off of you at the font. If your sins are 

not washed away, you cannot stand the presence of God. 

 

But Jesus is baptized. He is present in Word and Sacrament for your good. So you have hope. 

 

II. The Preacher Today 

 

This is the hope, dear brothers, that you are called by God to proclaim to all who will hear. Like 

John the Baptist, you proclaim the Mightier One who has freed you by His mighty weakness, 

suffering and death. 

 

Strange clothes. You wear them, too. Not camel's hair and leather, but vestments and stoles-your 

version of Elijah's mantle, as we just sang. You're used to them in the chancel, but you don't wear 

them around town. Strange clothes, but they're not meant to be fashionable: They're meant to cover 

you up, hide as much of you as possible, because you're called to point away from you and point to 

the beloved Son, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. 
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Strange place. You live in Idaho. Face it: Everyone east of the Mississippi thinks we live in Iowa and 

just can't pronounce it right. Our four electoral votes don't garner us a whole lot of political respect. 

Nothing earth-shaking happens in Idaho. But this is where the Lord has called you to be, called you 

to preach. And He promises that, where His Word is proclaimed and His Sacraments administered, 

He is there; can't get much more earth-shaking than that. 

 

Strange message, too. You preach Baptism, repentance and the remission of sins. You preach Jesus 

Christ, baptized and crucified. It's still not the hippest message for this world, and never will be, 

even though it's the song of seraphim around the throne. It is, however, the message that you 

proclaim, because it's the one that God has given you as His messenger. He uses your tongue and 

hands for His ongoing epiphany to the nations. You perform baptisms, and Christ is there to save. 

You preach the Word, yet it's the voice of God that rings out. You preside over the Lord's Supper, 

and the Lord is there-as present as when He stood in the Jordan. 

 

This has nothing to do with you, of course. We condemn sacerdotalism for the wickedness it is. It 

has all to do with the Lord's Word, that He promises His presence in His means of grace, and that He 

has called you in the Office of His Holy Ministry to publicly administer these means. You have a 

high and holy honor-one so high and holy that the world can't comprehend, and one that the devil, 

the world and your own sinful flesh will work hard to make you forsake. So beware of the dangers. 

 

In a world of statistical measurements, the message may seem unsuccessful if it fails to draw 

numbers. Sure, all Judea went out to John when he preached the message; on the other hand, it 

seems that all of Antioch and Iconium stoned St. Paul for the same. You face pressure to change the 

message if the message cannot be measured by successful numbers, and you are sometimes told that 

you are off track for being faithful. You may well wish that the Lord would speak from heaven and 

confirm the Gospel. At such times, rejoice that He has: "This is My beloved Son" is still true today, 

and the Son is still present to forgive in the Gospel of Christ crucified, and in His means of grace. 

Huge numbers may oppose the proclamation of Law and Gospel, and will; but you are in agreement 

with angels, archangels and all the company of heaven. 

 

In a world of false tolerance where choice is god, you are chastised for the intolerant message of 

Law and Gospel. "People are more important than doctrine" is a watchword of our times. You know 

better: The doctrine you preach is God's Word, Law and Gospel. What faithful pastor would say that 

people are more important than God's Word? It is an uncomfortable message, especially as you call 

people to repentance for their sin. But no repentance means no salvation. If you make people more 

important than doctrine, you have changed the message and all is lost. 

 

In a world of pop religion, you'll hear that doctrine gets in the way of evangelism. Again, doctrine is 

God's Word, Law and Gospel. How will one evangelize without preaching the Law of sin? How will 

one evangelize without the Evangel-the Gospel? Which doctrines are expendable for the sake of 

making disciples? None, of course. The proclamation of Law and Gospel doesn't obstruct 

evangelism-it is evangelism. Change the message to something else, and it's not evangelism 

anymore.  

 

In a world of religious pluralism, you'll be told that it's okay to pray in worship services with clergy 

from false religions, ignoring differences for the sake of speaking. Given the fate of the 400 prophets 

of Baal at Mt. Carmel, it's an odd thing to say for one who wears Elijah's mantle. 
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We could go on and on. You will be told that successful churches are about character building, 

family relationships, leadership development, helping the poor. We do not oppose these things; 

indeed, we agree that these are good things for life in the kingdom of the left. But they don't give the 

forgiveness of sins. If that is the sum total of your message, then Jesus is not present with grace, and 

all is lost. 

 

You know the many dangers that come with false teaching. Even if you avoid these, you're not safe. 

There's the reluctance to go about the duties of your office, to face the unruly confirmands or to visit 

the shut-in who doesn't really like you. There's the temptation to dissatisfaction with where you are, 

how things are going; envy at how things are elsewhere. It's no wonder we speak of the Holy 

Ministry, but don't speak of the Holy Minister. 

 

Ah, but here is your balm and comfort and hope: God is still faithful to you. He washed your sins off 

of you at your Baptism, and onto His Son's at His. The Word made flesh has borne your sins to the 

cross and suffered your judgment; this is true and will not be revoked. 

 

The Absolution is for you, too, even when you're speaking it to others. It's never been you doing the 

forgiving as you've spoken in your public office. It's the Lord doing the work, forgiving your sins, 

too, in the name of the triune God. 

 

The Supper is for you, too, because there the Lord feeds you with His body and blood for the 

forgiveness of sins. He strengthens and preserves you in the one true faith unto life everlasting. 

 

By these means of grace, He declares to you, "You are My beloved Son, because My only-begotten 

Son has suffered in your place. With you I am well-pleased, because My Son has taken all of your 

sin away." 

 

Hidden in those strange clothes, preaching a strange message in a strange place, you're the object, 

not the subject, and that's a good thing. It's about the One who is far mightier than you, who took on 

flesh, sanctified the wave, died, rose and ascended into heaven. It's about the Word made flesh, who, 

by His means of grace, declares to you this astonishing, miraculous Word: You are forgiven for all 

of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


